Environmental ethics of the future by du Plessis, P.G.W.
E N V IR O N M E N T A L  E T H IC S  O F T H E  F U T U R E
P.G .W . du P le ssis
Departm ent of Ph ilo sophy, Rand A fr ikaan s  U n ive rs ity  
S U M M A R Y
In fu tu re  we shall have to enrich ou r im poverished and endange red  world 
b y  su b s t itu t in g  ou r claims on p leasure, comfort and power with a claim 
fo r re sp o n s ib ility  and stew ardsh ip .
B y  do in g  th is  we ou gh t to transform  nature from be ing  the re fuse-heap  
of techno logy  into a breath of cu lture.
T he  w orld  was created fo r man to live on it and not to be mutilated and 
reduced  to irredeemable chaos.
A s  a c r ite rion  fo r ou r association with nature  we m ust remember that 
e v e ry th in g  that we are technologica lly capable of, is not nece ssarily  
m orally desirab le . We shou ld  not live and w ork  at the expense  of our 
environm ent b u t  fo r the benefit of the environm ent.
The  trad it ion  of m an 's dominion ove r nature shou ld  be replaced b y  a 
trad it ion  of stew ard sh ip .
T h is  new approach to environm ental eth ics m ust constitute  an inalienable 
p a rt  of a m u lt i-d isc ip lin a ry  approach.
P R E A M B L E
I would like to compare my perspective  of the environm ental ethics of the 
fu tu re  w ith the historica l course  and the p re va ilin g  position of thought 
in th is  fie ld. I thus compare three system s of thou gh t with one another. 
F ir s t ly  we have environm ental ethics that em phasizes m an 's dominion and 
exploitation of the environm ent, and second ly  we have environm entalists 
who advocate a fr ie n d ly , harm onious existence with nature. Then we 
have, next to these, a th ird  environm ental ethics of stew ard sh ip  that is 
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s tro n g ly  recommended on account of the appropriate  alternatives it poses 
to the f ir s t  two approaches.
1. E N V IR O N M E N T A L  E T H IC S  OF D O M IN IO N
The  o r ig in  of environmental ethics of dominion coincides with the start 
of Western C ivilization when Greek ph ilo sophers emphasized the gap be­
tween man and all other be ings. Man ga ined importance and value by 
p lacing himself at a distance from nature and h is environm ent. With the 
slogan of S ir  F rancis Bacon (1561-1626), v iz . that "Know ledge itself is 
pow er”1 the conquering and dominion of the natura l environm ent became 
a specific aim of science. Man and the natural environm ent are separated 
and all em phasis falls on the dominion of man and his sp ir it  ove r the 
non-hum an and material world. T h is  wa'S a situation of "m ind over mat­
te r " .
The  Indu str ia l Revolution in Europe d u r in g  the 18th and 19th centuries 
enforced m an's dominion technologically.
The  environm ent was seen as a source of raw material that could be 
transfo rm ed into consumer goods. "P ro g re s s "  became the watchword for 
a civ ilization that wanted to conquer and exploit the world. Man a g ­
g re s s iv e ly  pu rsued  p roductiv ity  at the expense  of social and en v iron ­
mental life. Armed with a b lu e -p rin t  fo r grow th  o r development th is 
approach in environmental ethics seeks a stra te gy  to use the environm ent 
fo r the benefit of man.
T h is  is anthropocentric environm ental ethics that easily leads to o v e r­
consum ption and abuse of the environm ent and to under-em phasis of the 
cu ltivation of the environm ent. A n th ropocen tric  environm ental ethics 
states that e ve ry  man has the righ t to do what he wants, provided he 
does not impede or cause damage to fellow human be ings. Care of the 
environm ent is totally left out of th is  p icture  and where it does occur it
1 ( In  : Re lig ious meditations. Of H eresies. 1590.)
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is merely a matter of man’s own interest. A t the beg inn in g  of th is cen ­
tu ry ,  the Am erican indu stria list  Carnegie  gave  a v e ry  appropriate  title 
to one of h is w r it in g s, Gospel of Wealth. He say s  that if we are faithful 
to the laws of indu stria l p ro g re ss  he guarantees us a new life where all 
p ove rty , op p re ssion  and exploitation on earth will d isappear.
Bu t we are all aware of the fact that many laboure rs were exploited and 
that indu str ia l monopolies were re sponsib le  fo r the eve r-w iden ing  gap 
between the rich  and the poor. Essential raw materials and en e rgy  re ­
sources are rap id ly  being exhausted, and some will even be totally con­
sumed d u r in g  o u r  lifetime. Some plant and animal species have been 
destroyed  and some animal species face total extinction.
We therefore  see that science, technology and money do not nece ssarily  
imply p ro g re ss ,  but that they also b r in g  about pollution, exploitation and 
deterioration of the natural environm ent. O u r  em phasis on p ro spe rity  
has resu lted in a d isca rd in g  society leaving beh ind re fuse  and litter 
w hereve r man has w orked, lived, competed and relaxed.
Even w ithin M a rx ist  and socia listic countrie s the environm ent and nature 
are placed at the se rv ice  of man and society and are reduced to mere 
consum er good s. N a tu re 's  on ly  value lies in be ing  a means to sa t isfy  the 
needs of society.
O u r  technologica l and economical p ro g re ss  resu lted in a sho rtage  of clean 
unpolluted a ir and water, in untouched ecosystem s and in a paucity  of 
natura l and human silence.
We may a sk  if the solution to the abovementioned problem s lies in more 
economical and technological p ro g re ss ,  with the concom itant use of raw 
materials and p ro g re ss  b y  v irtu e  of fu rth e r stimulated needs of consum ­
e rs?
The  answ er to th is  would be an emphatic no, as th is would imply that 
no negative  sid e s of economical and technological grow th  ex ist. Economy 
and techno logy  have no power to liberate them selves from th is  d e struc tive  
p ro ce ss. In the new ethics we shall have to b reak  away from the modern 
ove r-em p hasis  on economy and technology as the talisman in all areas of
-255-
human life. Science, technology and money can contribute towards 
p ro sp e rity  but are no guarantees fo r p ro sp e rity . Besides, if no appeal 
ex ists  but the authority  of science, technology and economy, then we 
have created a new problem for man and his environm ent - a technocratic 
and economical d ictatorsh ip . The  solution of problems in the area of 
pollution and environmental matters is not on ly  a matter of availability 
of money and technologica l-scientific p ro fic iency  but is rather a matter 
of a new way of life that has to be propagated b y  ind iv idua ls, communi­
ties, governm ents and institutions.
In the famous second report to the C lub  of Rome M esarov ic  and Pestel 
pointed out that m ankind at large is at a c ro ssroad s  and that ethical 
reorientation is necessary in o rder to make va lid  choices. O u r posse ss ive  
attitude of exploitation and ou r c ra v in g  for satisfaction of expedience 
will have to be replaced by a more m eaningful re lationsh ip  between man 
and nature.
2. E N V IR O N M E N T A L  E T H IC S  OF P A R T IC IP A T IO N
A contra-reaction to the ethics of dominion is to condemn all technology 
and p ro g re ss  and to proclaim 'n a tu re ' as good. T h is  reaction again st the 
a g g re s s iv e  d isre ga rd  of nature is aimed at a harm onious integration be­
tween man and environm ent. T h is  environm ental ethics of participation 
has its roots in a neoromanticism that states that man forms an integral 
pa rt of the natural environm ent and cannot live in seclusion from nature. 
Man is considered as an extension of nature and is treated accord ing ly
- he shou ld  live in peace and harm ony with nature. H .D . Thoreau 
(1817-1862) promoted environm ental p re se rvation  in an untouched and 
unvio lated nature with the slogan, " In  w ilde rness is the prese rvation  of 
the w orld ".
T he  C oun te r-C u ltu re  movement of the n ineteen -sixties constantly  empha­
sized the effect of environm ental pollution caused by technology and in ­
dustria liza tion  and points to the depersonification of man. Theodore 
Ro szak  and Charle s Reich state, in The  M ak ing  of a C ounte r C u ltu re  and 
in the G reen ing  of America, that the technological excesses of ou r century 
m ust be resisted by a feeling of un ity  with the planet earth. Instead
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of w aging  a war aga in st nature man must come to a peaceful settlement. 
In th is  p rocess there is an u rge  to scale down the power of the industria l 
g ian ts  to a more human dimension and to recapture the ethos of small 
com m une(s) in o rder that the feeling of alienation between man and nature 
m ight be overcome.
In West Germ any the sup p o rte rs  of 'D ie  G riin e n ' have a lready gained 
severa l seats in parliament. T h e y  emphasize that nature can be p re ­
se rved  b y  develop ing and adopting alternative liv in g  cond itions, a lte r­
native  nu trition  and a lternative  w ays of recreation. T h ey  are opposed 
to the development of nuclear power because they believe that man and 
plutonium  cannot ex ist on earth reciprocally. Man may not act as an 
autonom ous agent who deliberate ly enforces his own im prints upon na ­
ture .
Env ironm enta lists advocating the un ity  and harm ony between man and 
nature  are fiercely  cam paign ing to proclaim certain areas as protected 
areas. T h is  indicates the de struc tive  influence of man on h is environm ent 
and m any stud ie s are made of deforestation, e rosion, o v e r-s to c k in g  and 
o v e r -g ra z in g  of land, irr iga tion  methods, the que st to recover the de li­
cate balance and natural chain between man and the environm ent. In 
opposition  to the stron g  d iscon tinu ity  b ro u gh t  about b y  the ethics of 
dominion between man and nature, these environm enta lists proclaim a 
con tinu ity , even a gradua l equality, between man and nature.
In  th is  p rocess valuable information and conc lu s ion s about the complex 
balance and interaction between liv in g  be in g s among them selves and be ­
tween liv in g  be in gs and the ir habitat have been pointed out. The  d is ­
tu rbance  of the relation between predator and p re y  o r between habitat 
and food illu strates the interdependency and vu ln e rab ility  of a complex 
netw ork in which man and environm ent existed in harm ony. Even more, 
a d is tu rb in g  d isco ve ry  has been made - w ithin his spacesh ip  earth, man 
is in the p rocess of consum ing the earth itself a fuel. T h e  scenario  of 
Rachel C a r so n 's  S ilent S p r in g  is a critic ism  of man’s que st fo r evanescent 
technologica l so lutions in his endeavour to achieve p ro sp e rity , comfort 
and power.
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Instead of separation between man and nature, o r between sp ir it  and the 
materialistic world, the environm ental ethics of participation advocates 
an ecosystem  where sp ir it  and the material world are in perfect harmony. 
Rather than em phasizing the gu lf  between man and nature, man is placed 
into and interpreted in the same category as his environm ent. T h is  calls 
fo r a stra tegy  of su rv iv a l and balance rather than a stra tegy  of growth 
and exploitation.
In con trast to an a gg re ss iv e  attitude of intellectual dominion and exp lo i­
tation, the environm ental ethics of participation poses an attitude of 
sen sit ive  care and preservation. Opposed to a m an-centred environmental 
ethics we have an environmental ethics that is nature-centred.
3. E N V IR O N M E N T A L  E T H IC S  O F ST E W A R D SH IP
The  ethics of stew ardsh ip  that I suppo rt  f ind s its preamble in the 
ve rac ity  of both the ethics of dominion and the ethics of participation. 
T he  ethics of stew ardsh ip  bases the concept of the re sponsib ility  of man 
towards his environm ent upon the difference from as well as man’s a sso ­
ciation with the natural environm ent. In the Old Testament man's 
dominion ove r earth was qualified in terms of h is re sponsib ility  to care 
fo r the creation of God. The  earth in totality belongs to God and man 
m ust act as cu rator, keeper, p re se rv e r and steward. It is then un fa ir 
to blame C h r ist ian ity  fo r the p re sen t-day  environm ental c r is is  as is done 
b y  L yn n  White Jn r. Ian Ba rbou r (1978:367) repudiates White v e ry  e f­
fective ly  in sa y in g  that we have to "note that ...
• Severa l nonbiblical sources of the dominion theme can be identified 
in the West;
• The  stew ardsh ip  theme in the B ib le itself sets limits on dominion, 
which were sub sequently  ignored;
• Environm ental destruction has been common in nonbiblical cu ltures 
of both East and West since antiqu ity; and
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• In st itu tio n s  as well as ideas must be examined as determ inants of 
environm ental behaviour, even if in st itu tion s are them selves partly  
the p roduct of id e a s”.
O n ly  man was created in the image of God and nature  is not d iv ine  (n a ­
tu re  has in fact been "d e -d iv in a te d " ) .  Man m ust not w orsh ip  nature and 
his own accom plishments that reside in nature, but he m ust w o rsh ip  God. 
The re fo re  it is w rong  to "m y st ify " nature and to re ga rd  it as sacred. 
On the o ther hand nature should not be re garded  as demoniac o r as the 
enemy of man. Nature has its own inherent va lue  and man must show 
apprec iation fo r it. God was pleased with the creation of plant and animal 
life before man was created.
We do not demand an impossible re tu rn  to an idy llic  natura l state but a 
creative  interaction between man and nature and cu ltu re . The  modern 
environm ent is both a natural and a cu ltural one.
The  environm ent has fa r more than just an economical value. If we 
over-em phasize  the economical value of the environm ent it easily  leads 
to environm ental exploitation fo r the sake of economical p ro g re ss .  That 
implies economical p ro sp e rity  rather than w e ll-be ing.
The  environm ent is the natural su r ro u n d in g s  in w hich we w ork and relax. 
The  environm ent also has a cu ltura l side b ro u gh t  about b y  the creative 
hand of man. M any of ou r cu ltural values cannot be maintained w ithout 
the natura l environm ent. A  deprivation  of na tu re  often sym bolizes a 
re tro g re ss io n  in the qua lity  of cu ltura l va lues of c iv ilization . In this 
way nature  is a breath of cu lture  and cu lture  the heartbeat of nature.
From the s to ry  of the creation we see that the earth was important for 
the ex istence  of man. Man has a re spo n s ib ility  fo r  the un fo ld in g  and 
expan d in g  of nature  and creation is invo lved  in the w e ll-be ing  of man 
on earth.
The  fu tu re  ta sk  of the environm entalists is to make a s tu d y  of the non ­
instrum ental va lue of material, p lants and anim als in the environm ent. 
The  on ly  va lues are not m an-centred ones. The  environm ental ethics of
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the fu tu re  will have to be ethics go in g  beyond  egoism, hedonism and 
utilitarian ism  and the concomitant m an-centred approach.
Environm ental ethics of stew ardsh ip  calls on man to observe  the intrin sic  
va lue and reality of nature. The  modern consum er-orientated society 
has blinded man to the value of nature. E v e ry th in g  is measured in terms 
of pragm atic value. We have become b lind and are glad when natural 
flow ers can be substituted  with p lastic ones - and they still perform the 
same function o r  still have the same use to us.
It is not necessarily  w rong to have a pragm atic perspective  on the en­
vironm ent, but when it becomes the on ly  and most important perspective, 
then we ob struc t the unde rstand ing  of the prim eval qualities of the world 
(and m ankind). Then we overlook the m yste ry  and wonder and the 
p lu ra lity  of existence. We alienate ou rse lve s from nature and see it u l­
timately on ly  in terms of its being identified as p icn ic places, as a claim 
fo r mineral exploitation or fo r estate development.
M an-cen tred  codes of ethics subord inate  nature  to the interests of man. 
Perhaps we shall be reminded, like Job, of the p reh isto ric  time when only 
animals existed on earth, and of the fact that man was a 'late-com er' in 
creation - even though God called him to be the most important 
collaborator in the Garden of Eden.
In th is  we do not regard  nature as more im portant than man, but we seek 
to f ind  a dynam ic balance and a creative interaction between man and 
environm ent. Because of m an 's d iffe rence from the rest of nature, be­
cause of h is reflective se lf-con sc iou sne ss, fu ture-o rientated  plann ing, 
c rea tiv ity  and stew ardsh ip , he can achieve interaction with his natural 
environm ent.
The  answ er to the anthropocentric  slogan of "m ind  over matter" is not 
to be found  in a natura listic  slogan of "m atter o ve r m ind".
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4. A N T H R O P O C E N T R IS M ,  T E C H N O L O G Y , C O N S U M E R IS M  A N D  E T H IC S  
O F S T E W A R D S H IP
In Sou th  A frica  we are g radua lly  coming to realize that the water in our 
polluted r iv e r s  and dams tastes like p ro g re ss . The  slogan that proclaims 
c iv iliza tion  and technology over nature is an ob session  to dominate and 
exploit natu re  fo r m an 's own convenience and welfare. It spe lls  out the 
devastation  of ou r environm ent.
We can 't  hear the sound  of silence any more; in o u r  cities we inhale toxic 
material to the equ iva lent of 20 cigarettes a day; and in the last twenty 
yea rs  indu str ia l p ro g re ss  has caused aquatic life to d im in ish  b y  40%, 
eco log ists say . Modern technology accounts fo r a great increase in the 
po ison in g  of land, a ir, water and human life with pestic ides and non- 
b iodegradab le  substances.
A lth ough  technology has solved many problems in labour and in d u stry , 
it has also created new problems which cannot be so lved  b y  technology 
itself. In th is  respect technology is the god that failed. We need a new 
ethic to counter the bulldozer mentality o r an infin ite  t ru s t  in the com­
puter.
We need an environm ental ethics that looks fo r the wisdom of how to use 
ou r sciences and techno logy for the good and benefit of both the e n v i­
ronment and man. Environm ental ethics of the fu tu re  shou ld  t r y  to find 
a lte rnative s to an ego istic  and hedonistic life sty le  that sa y s  "s in ce  we 
are on a s in k in g  sh ip , we m ight as well travel golden c la s s” .
The  exploitational attitude of these g lu tton s sees man at the centre of 
all created va lues with the righ t to exploit nature  fo r the ir own ends and 
fo r the gratification  of the ir own sen se s. T h is  d ire c t ly  relates 
consum erism  to pollution. Environm ental ethics shou ld  level its criticism  
also at those  hidden pe rsu ad e rs m anipulating the consum er into b u y in g  
what is non-essentia l (Packard , 1957).
We o u gh t  to counter the w idespread opinion and practice  that non-hum an 
th in g s  in o u r  environm ent have on ly  instrum ental value and that they 
are d ispen sab le . What people do to nature, and what they  do for ou r
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environm ent, depends la rge ly  upon what the ir ultimate concerns are. 
To the C h rist ian  mind all the non-hum an creatures have an in trin sic  
value. It is w rong to handle non-hum an liv in g  th ing s and the land as 
noth ing but chattels and property.
We have to a rre st  ou r power-intoxicated technology by ou r sense of 
stew ardsh ip  and re sponsib ility  towards ou r environm ent. In future  we 
will have to gear ou r consumerism  to the ethical ends of the well-being 
of all creatures. P ro g re ss  and development shou ld  be redefined in terms 
of the humane qualities of life. In m astering ou r technological mastery, 
we are hum anizing technology and civilization.
Ralph Nader once called the new ethics "a  Spartan  eth ic" that de- 
em phasizes economic activities that merely m ultiply the production and 
consum ption of goods.
To adopt new policies will be costly  to in d u stry , to local governm ents 
and to the taxpayer. But to c a rry  on fatalistica lly o r stu bbo rn ly  with 
the p resent situation means that nobody will be able ultimately to foot 
the bill of environm ental pollution.
An  environm ental conscience among all South A fr ican s  is not a one-day 
affa ir - it must be a continuous lifestyle. A  bearable and liveable en v i­
ronment is the on ly  spaceship  that we have. O u r new ethics is demanding 
a new d isposit ion , a new commitment towards man and his environm ent.
We have to redefine "T h e  Good L ife ", because trad itionally it has done 
a lot of harm to man and environm ent. In fu tu re  it should  not and must 
not mean lust, status, g lu ttony, greed of ga in  o r affluence. We must 
w ork fo r a p roper change in m an 's outlook on life and its environm ent. 
In fu tu re , a new lifesty le based on modesty and d isc ip line  is needed to 
enable us to w ork at a new b u s in e ss  and m arketing ethics that will expose 
in d u s t r y 's  aim callously to stimulate and exploit m an's mania fo r lu xu ry , 
gadge ts, power and status.
O u r  dea lings with ou r environm ent have the ir moral d im ensions, because 
nature has its own inherent values. P lund e rin g  the environm ent is also 
morally w rong, because the object destroyed  has a value in itself. Th is
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d o e sn 't  exc lude the fact that we also have to care fo r the environm ent 
because of the human interest in recreation, in sc ientific  know ledge of 
na ture  and in natural beauty; or because of the human interest in a g r i­
cu ltu re  and food production.
M a n 's  in terest in nature is qualified by his re sp o n s ib ility  and 
stew ard sh ip . Man is re sponsib le  for h is care of the earth and for its 
continua l improvement. Dominion over nature shou ld  not mean that people 
may m anipulate the ir natural environm ent fo r the ir  own u lte rio r motives.
T h e  new ethics will have to extend m an 's re sp o n s ib ility  beyond his 
fellowman and h is societal institu tions to his fellow creatu res. Man is 
sim ply  a stew ard o r a custod ian, not the ow ner of the earth.
B y  ch ee rfu lly  perform ing ou r duty now, we are best fu r th e r in g  the re ­
alization of a fu tu re  environm ental ethics of alliance between man and 
environm ent. I agree  with Robin Attfie ld (1983:193) that in p rincip le  
we have the same ob ligations and re sponsib ilit ie s to fu tu re  generations 
and the fu tu re  environm ent as to the present. We can affect future  
gene rat ion s, they  ha rd ly  can do the same to u s. T h a t 's  w hy ou r e n v i­
ronmental ethics is not sim ply antic ipating the evil day - it is cop ing  with 
it c rea tive ly  now.
5. T A C T IC S  OF O U R  E T H IC S
Up till now I m ainly concentrated on the ethics of o u r tactics. In con ­
c lu sion  I would like to make some sugge st io n s  on the tactics of o u r ethics. 
T h e  w ar of w ords has to be replaced with a plan of action, and th is 
shou ld  m ainly deal with the follow ing:
(a ) how to de-pollute  the environm ent;
(b ) how to prevent pollution; and
(c ) how to make people aware of the fact that it is indeed man as 
an ind iv idua l o r as an organ ization that pollutes the environm ent.
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T he  environm ental ethics must be part of a m u lti-d isc ip lina ry  approach. 
Environm ental conservation has fo r too long been the concern of isolated 
ind iv idua ls  involved in agricu ltu re , of medical research and of nature 
lovers. A  m u lti-d isc ip lina ry  approach seeks to involve people from all 
areas, political and local authorities, chu rche s, consum er councils, youth 
and sport  o rgan izations and also ind u str ia lists  and advertis ing  agencies.
Environm ental ethics wants to co-operate with people and authorities in 
the public and private  sectors in o rde r to d im in ish the all-consum ing urge  
fo r  production and in o rder to create new opportun ities for jobs that are 
not maintained by  exploitation and manipulation.
O u r  new constitutional d ispensation has fa r -re ach in g  implications for a 
fu tu re  environm ental conservation stra tegy. We will have to take into 
consideration that some inhabitants of the cou n try  are natura lly and 
inextricab ly  engaged in their (natura l) environm ent and consequently 
v e ry  dependent on it. The  solution for the ir un ique problem is not to 
be found in integra ting  them in a system  that exploits and opposes na­
ture.
Environm ental ethics of the future  will be v e ry  dependent upon demo­
g rap h ic  stud ies and will have to look at the moral g round  fo r underly in g  
the rationale fo r a more limited rate of grow th  and development among 
some of ou r population g roup s  in o rd e r to a sse ss  and allocate claims on 
natura l resources, energy, food and hou sing.
In the area of consum er ethics and ad ve rt is in g  there will have to be co­
operation in o rde r to find art a lternative fo r a hedonistic mentality of 
consum ption and squande ring , the so-called obsolescence syndrom e.
T h e  new environm ental ethics would like to invo lve  scientific ethics in 
o rd e r to investigate  the ethical precond itions and ethical practice of e x ­
perim ents on man and animal.
An  ethics of technology will have to answ er the question as to whether 
e v e ry th in g  that is technically possib le  is a lso morally desirable. New 
technological research is necessary to increase rpcirculation and to de­
crease wastage and wanton consum ption.
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To conclude: We must not live and w ork at the e xpense  of other e n v i­
ronments but fo r the benefit of the environm ent. We must replace the 
trad ition of dominion with a tradition of stew ardsh ip .
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